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In the last few decades, television has become the mainstream of thé
symbolic cultural environment that affects much of what most people think
and do. Public perceptions of and responses to issués, policies, people,
.products, and institutions ﬁan no longer be fully understood without also
assessing their most centralized and pervasive source —- the world of
television. |

This research investigated television's contribution to public con-
ceptions of blacks and racial relations.A It focuses on those crucial fea= - .
tures which constitute the personal énd_sociaijcohfékt“in Wﬁiéh iaciéiiy;.
related Iinteractions are experienced in Americé. In short, it assééses and
interpreté in terms of two explanatory processes —— mainstreaming and
resonance —— what viewers learn from television's most vivid lessons —- its
dramatic fare -- about minorities. -

This study is parf of the ongoing Cultural Indicators research project
and consisted of two interrelated parts: (1) Message System Analysis ~-—
monitoring the world of television and (2) Cultivation Analysis -— determining
the conceptions of social reality that television tends to cultivate in
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différent groups of viewers. -

In the first part of the study, data archives of Messége System
Analysis were used to isolate the image of minorities over eleven years of
prime~time network dramatic programming., Thus far, the analysis shows that
most specific minority g:oupé ~— blacks, hispanics, native Americans —— are
slightly under-represented%mand that the television population is skewed in
favor of méles, éspecially white males. Overall, 63 percent of the prime-
time dramatic population are white males; 24 percent are white women, 9
percent are minority men - and 3 percent are minority women. Both whites and
minority males are over-represented in regard to their numbers in the U.S.
population (white males by a factor of a half and minority'malés by a factor
of a third), while Women:are under-represented (Whiﬁeﬁfemales by a factor of
~a half and minority women by a factor of four-tenths).

Some other racially-related ﬁifferences in character portrayals are
found in the world of work. Specifically we have found that about éo.per—
cent of white men and women are éast aS'profESéionais while only 7 percént.

of minority men-and 9 percent of minority women are so portrayed. Moreover,

while biue collar workers are under-represented among all four raciai groups,

they are a little more prevalent smong the minority males (9 percent of non-
white males are blue collar workers). Along the same lines, minority women
are much more likely than white women to be portrayed as housewives.

Specifically 24 percent of the non-white women as compared to oniy 9 .percent

% .
~Orientals are an exception, they are over-represented in relation to their
numbers in the U.S. population. See George Gerbner and Nancy Signorielli.

- "Women and Minorities in Television Drama: 1969-1978," The Annenberg School

of Communications, University of Pennsylvania, 1979.



of white Womén are so cast.. Finally, as many other researchers* have noted
we have found that in prime time minority characters are a little more
likely to be cast in comic roles and f¢gnd;ipgsituatiaaﬂcOmedigs;_tﬁgy are
7513@13;1ittle.lessﬂiikely.than_whife chéﬁactefs to be_éast as ubggﬁuqr
unsuccessful.

Perhaps the most striking aspect of televiéion's portrayals of racial
groups is the consisteﬁt tendency to keep them.separate. Weigel,'gg_gi.’s
recent analysis** shows that while blacks appear in a large percentage of
programs and commercials, co—appeafances of black and white charactgrs com-
p;ise only about 4 or 5 percent of total human appéarance time. Fﬁrther—
more, black and white charadters are shown interacting in only about 2
" percent of total human appeérance ﬁime.: Qur analysis of close personal re-
lationships, and theirs_of appearance time, both reﬁeal that cross-racial-

Jirteractions.oceur in a work situation. Outside of the workplace, the

message seems to be that blacks and whites rarely interact ox have close
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peréonal relationships.

The econsequences of this message on viewers' attitudes was investi~
gated through a secondary analysis of data from the 1975, 1977, 1978, and
1980 General Social Surveys.* These secondary analyses were conducted to
determine whether or not heavy television viewers, other things held comstant,
are more likely to support racial segregation. In this analysis we developed
speciéiized indices_that:téﬁ_six dimensionsubf“respondents'Vattitudés
toward blacks and (among blacks) self—percéptions. These indices, all of
which exhibit internal consistency, primarily focus upon issues relating to
support for segregatibn in schools, housing, marriage, etc.

Analysés of the relationship between amount of television viewing and
‘attitudes towards blacks along these six dimensions show intfiguinngifferén'f'
tial patterﬁs across subgroups. In general, heévy viewing aﬁnng whites is
associated with the desire to keep the races separate only among those
groups_wﬁo "otherwise" are least prejudiced —— better educated, self—designated
liberals, with higher incomes and higher occupational prestige. In the.
counterparts of these groups, associations with telévision are zero or
significantly in the oppesite direction. Tﬁe éverall result is interpreted

as evidence of "mainstreaming' in which differences deriving from other in-

fluences are reduced or eliminated'amqng heavy viewers. 1In addition, the
cultivation of segregationist beliefs is strongest among those with the
least actual contact with blacks.

For blacks, the opposite pattern emerges. Although the number of

Conducted for the National Data Program for the Social Sciences at the
National Opinion Research Center, University of Chicago.




black respondents is quite small, the data suggest that greater viewing
among blacks goes with diminished concern for.maintaining racial boundaries.
This is particularly strong for those groups of blacks who are more likely
to favor integration {e.g., blécks with more educatiop)i

These findings apply mainly to the 1977 General Social Survey which-
contains the largest concentration of race-related questions, Analysis'of
the few repeated individual.itemé éuggests‘that the associaﬁions are fairly

stable over time, with some fluctuation.



Physical illness including injury requiring treatment appeérs in almost
40 percent of prime-time programs and is a significant part of the plot in
12 percent afidna major part of the plot in‘5 percent of these prograﬁs.
Mental illness and physical handicaps appear somewhat less frequently ——
mental illness appears in 16.7 percent of all primé—time progréms_(a signifi-
-cant part of the plot in 5.9 percent and a méjor focus of the story in 2.0
percent), while physiéal handicaps appear in 11.1 percent of all prime-time
.programé (a significant theme in 2.6 percent and a major foecus in only..l
‘percent of these programs,

These health-related themes appear even less frequentiy in weekend-
daytime (children's) programs. Physical illness appears in 11.6 percent,
méntal illness in 2.6 percent and physicél handicaps in 3.5 percent of these
‘themes are rarely préseﬁted aéssignificant or major features of the plot.

For the most part, programs with these.three health-related themes
do not differ fromrtypical prime-time or weekend-daytime programs. Most are
set in the general pfesent, and take plage in an urban—suﬂurban setting in
the-United Sfates.

Differences-that are foundd however, exist primarily for programs.in
which mental iliness appears, particularly when mental illness is a signi-
ficant or major focus of the plot. Briefly, these pfograms are most likely
to be action programs and be serious. Moreover, about 30 percent of these

programs are feature films.



Overall major characters in pfime—time and weekénd—daytime network
television dramatic programs are basically healthy and hardy. Neverthe-
less, the average viewer,. one ‘who_ watches one of the three networks about
three hours each evening, sees about 5 physically ill or injured pefsons,

.about 2 people who are mentally ill, and 1 physically handiéapped person,
each week. Physical'iilness or injury, mental illness, and physical handi—
caps are practicaliy invisible in children's programming — the c¢hild who
Watches television each Weekendnmofning will see 1 ph&sically i1l or in-
jured person each weekend, but will have to watéh about 5 weekend -mornings
to see a mentally ill person and about -2 and a half weekend-mornings to -see
a bhysically handicapped character.

Over the 11 years (13 week-long samples) we have monitored trends in
televiSioﬁ content, the average number of characters Who.are physically
i1l or dinjured and need treatment, mentally ill or physically handicapped
has been fairly constant. Although physically ill or injured characters
have ranged from a low of 3.6 percent in 1971 to a high qf 14,7 percent in
1978, on the average, 6 to 7 percent of the major qharéctefs have been
poftrayed as phy;ically i1l or With‘an injury requiring tfeatmént eaéh
year. .About 3 percent of the major characteré have-been'portréyed as
mentally 111, and about 2 percent in eaéh sampléfﬁéﬁe béeﬁjﬁhysicaliy
handicapped. |

In children's programs Wé find the same basic stability in regard -to
presentation. Again physical illness and injurﬁ requiring treatment show
the most fluctuation —- ranging from leés than 1 percent in 1977 to 9 per-
cent in 1970, with an average of 3 percent. Mentally ill and handicapped

either do not appear at all or appear very infrequently.




-When we compare major characters who are physically ill or injured,
mentally ill and/or physically handicapped to the "typical™ major character
we find several interesting differences.

Physically i1l or injured characters (males and females) differ only
slightly from the typical character in é major role in prime—time pro-.
gramming.—m they tend to be men, in the prime oflife, and .are, for the
most paft; presented in a fairly favorable light. The only area in which
the physically ill-appear to be somewhat different isrin the area .of
marital status and romantic.involvement. In this case, about half of“the
physically i1l -- both men and women, ~— are portrayed as married. Moreover,
a greater propbrtion of  the physically 111 men and women are portrayed as
being involved in a roméntic felatibnship.

Mentally 11l characters are, however, presented quité differently and
the differences are especially pronounced for men and women, Mentally ill
major characters are 1eés likely than other characters to be non—whitéS"
-~ only 1.3 percent of mentally i1l characters are non-whites (the- typical
racial distribution-is ébout 90 percent white and 9 percent non-white).
Mbreovers all of the mentaliy i1l non—-white charactérs are males. |

Mentally ill characters, especially gentélly ili women, are also some-
what younger than most major characters. In the entire major character
population, about 19 percent of the men and 29 percent of the women are
categorize& as young adults, Améné_the mentally ill major characters; how-
ever, 30 percénﬁ of the men and.56 percent of the women are cétegdrized as
voung adults. It must be remembered, however, that since there are not
many mentally 111 characters all of these results must be viewed very
cautiously. Mentally ili women also differ from their "normal' counter-

parts, in that almost two out of ten are wealthy or are categorized as



Yupper class."

The mentally ill major characters also differ from "normal" characters
on a number of evaluative variables. Thus we find that mentally ill men,
in prime-timerprograms are more likely to be portrayed as "bad"; both men~
tally i1l men and especially the women are presented as unsuccessful; and,
both mentally ill men.and women .are more likely than other characters to
be involved in violence. Only a quarter of mentally ill characters do not
commit violence and only one in five are not victimized. This is very
different from the entire major character populatlon in which almost three
out of five characters do not commit v1olence and more than half are not
victimized.

Finally, physicélly handicapped major characters are somewhat, but not .
extremely different, from mbstnmajor characters. Unlike the mentally,ill;
and- the "normals" there are more non-white characters among tﬁe pﬁysically
handicapped -- about 14 percent of the handicapped men and 9 percent of
handicapped women are categorized as non—whites. The physically handif
‘capped are alsco likely to be a little older thaﬁ most chafacters. But,

- this finding must be viewed extremely cautiously because of beth the small

number-of -blder characters—and—the -smallnumber-of physically handicapped
characters. |
The physically handicapped major chéractérs also differ on the

evaluative variables, although they are not as negatiﬁely portrayed as the
mentaily ill. The physically handicapped and,méépéciéily the:ﬁen, are
likely.to be presented as "bad"; a greater proportion of theéé men and women
are ﬁresented-as unsuccessful, and.more are likely to be vicgimizéd. The
physically handicapped are, however, about as likely as most major characters

to be portrayed as committing the violence.



Another important aspect of the portrayal of health and heaith—
related issues in television drama is the presentation of those who are
in the business of curing illness; that is, doctors, nurses, and para-
medics. Doctors, nurses,rmedicine and ﬁedically—felated themes have .
alwéys been important in t elevision drama and for a number of years there
were a fairly large numbef of medical programs. Moreover, there is still
at least one such program per'seaéén. Doctors and nurses have thus been
- rather visible occupational roles in television drama —— overall, in the 7
yeafs that we have doded specifiC'o¢cgpations of charagters, we ‘have found
that dbctors make up 5 percent and nurses about 1 percent of the prime-time
adult major charactef population-while aoctors make up 4 ﬁercent and nurses
2 percént of the gntire characters population (major and minor characters).
Thus, in prime time, our average viewér would see about 12 doctors and 6 .
nurses (three doctors and one nurse in a.major role) in an-average week
- of viewing. |

Paramedics ,are, however, much less visible —- our viewer would have to

watch for 2 weeks to see one and® for almost a month to see one in a major
role,
— - Med#¢al -occupational- roles—are much-less—visible in children's pro— — — — — — = =

grammings —- in these 7 years of weekend-daytime dramatic programs only .6

percent of the major character population and .7 percent of the entire

characters population were doctors, no major characters were nurses and

only .2 percent in the entire population were nurses. Thus to translate

to what our "average" child viewer might see on an average weekend, he/she
would have to watch about 2 weeks to see any doctor .and about 5 weeks to see ;
a nurse. To see these characters in a major role our child would have to

watch about ten weeks to see a doctor and would never see a nurse in a

S - . . i



major role.

Since those in medical occupational roles are practically invisible
in children's programming, the rest of this discussion will focus upén
prime-time programming. |

As in our society, the occupational roles of doctor and nurse are very
sex specific -- doctors are most 1ike1y to be men and nurses are women.
Paramediﬁs are also likely to be mén, and due to the very small number of
characters in these roles, this disc¢ussion will also mot focus upon them.

Doctors and nurses as well as most professionals in major roles are
rarely members of minority racial groups -- only 2.4 percent of the doctors
'aﬁd 5 pércent of the nurses afe non-white characters. Among all doctors and
nurses (those in minor as well as major roles) minority racial groups are
better represented —— about 8.3 percent.of'the doctoré and 10 percent of the
nurseé are non-whites.-

Doctors and nurses differ from other professionals and other characters
in a number of other areas. Althopgh doctors are more likely but nurses are
less 1ikely than other professionals to be portrayed as married, nurses and
other professiocnals are.more.likely to be presented as involved in fomantic
relationships.

Doctors are also much more likely than other characters and especially
other profeésionals to be portréyed in a positiﬁe way. They are much more
I1ikely to be presented as "good" and.as successful. A full three—quarters

of the doctors are categorized as "good" and over half are successful.

Nurses do not;_however, receive the same overwhelming positive treatment,
although they aré not especially treated in a negative way. Nurses are

presented much like other professionals and the "typical" prime-time major

characters. Both doctors and nurses, are however, much less likely than




other professionals and the "typical' prime-time characters to be involved

E;ioience. More than 4 out of 5 do not commit violence and more than

threenquarters are not vietimized.

Overall doctors and nurses do not diffef;téo very much from the typical
character and other professionals on the pe_rsoﬁality trait scales. chtors
are, however, a bit more fair, éociah}e and warm than most_characters.
Doctors are also smértér5 mnrergéti;ﬁéi,.stable and faif than nurses.

Finally, both doctor§ and nurses tend to be more peaceful than other pro-

fessionals and all characters.



